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Project LIFT:  Year Two Report  

Prepared by Research for Action 

October 31, 2014 

Executive Summary 
 

Introduction 

Research for Action  (RFA) has completed its second year of a five-year external evaluation of the 

Project Leadership and Investment for Transformation (LIFT) Initiative in the Charlotte -Mecklenburg 

School District (CMS). Project LIFT is a public -private partnership between CMS and the local 

philanthropic and business communities in Charlotte, designed to turn  around nine schools in the West 

Charlotte Corridor. Starting in the 2012 -13 school year, Project LIFT operates as a semi-autonomous 

Learning Community  within CMS, provid ing the initiative with CMS infrastructural support and access 

to an initial $55 Million investment of private resources to drive a multifaceted reform effort in 

Charlotteôs highest poverty schools. Project LIFTôs long-term goals are to significantly impro ve student 

achievement in the following ways: 1) 90% of students will achieve proficiency in math and English 

across the Learning Community ; 2) 90% of students will meet annual growth goals in math and 

English; and, 3) 90% of West Charlotte High School (WCHS) students will graduate on time.  

This Year Two Report provides a comprehensive analysis of the second year of the initiative, 

incorpor ating key highlights of Year Two implementation with a presentation of student behavioral and 

academic achievement outcomes for the 2013-14 school year. 

Below, we summarize key contextual factors affecting Year Two Implementation; provide an overview 

of implementation successes and challenges; and summarize the results of our outcomes analyses: 

student academic achievement, school climate , and Early Warning Indicators of school dropout .  
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Key Findings: Contextual Factors Affecting Year Two Implementation  

Year Two of LIFT was affected by contextual factors occurring at multiple levels.  

Changes at the State Level  

¶ North  Carolina lowered the proficiency standards for all End of Grade (EOG) and End of Course 

(EOC) standardized tests in 2013-14, contributing to substantial increases in proficiency levels 

across the State, in CMS, and at the LIFT schools.  

¶ Changes to North Carolina  teacher contracts, and uncertainty related to the future of teacher 

tenure and compensation had an impact on teacher recruitment and retention.   

District Feeder Patterns 

¶ Only about one-third  of LIFT middle school students enroll in WCHS.   

Retention in the LIFT Learning Community 

¶ Retention of key leaders and staff in LIFT schools remained a challenge in Year Two.  

Continued Roll-Out of New LIFT Programming 

¶ Key elements of the initiative did not roll out in a timely or consistent manner.  

Key Findings: Implementation Successes and Challenges  

Year Two of the initiative included a number of important implementation successes  and 

challenges  across the four focus areas. The most notable of these are highlighted in Table ES-1.  
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Table ES-1. Year Two Implementation Successes and Challenges 
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Key Findings: Year Two Student Outcomes: Academic Achievement  

Analyses of the effect of Project LIFT on student academic performance relied on examining differences 

between the performance of LIFT and comparison students along the following outcomes for each 

EOG/EOC assessment:1  

 

1. Scaled Score Growth: scaled score growth represents the difference between a studentsô scaled 

score in 2012-13 and their score in 2013-14. Scaled score growth is only assessed for the Math 

and Reading EOGs, since these are the only assessments taken by students in consecutive years.  

2. Scaled Score: scaled scores represent the overall performance of individual students on the 

EOG/EOC assessments in 2013-14. 

3. Proficiency: proficiency r epresents whether or not a student achieved proficiency on the 

EOG/EOC assessment in 2013-14. 

Table ES-2 summarizes the results of these analyses.2  

Table ES-2. Significance of Differences between LIFT and Comparison Student Performance on EOG and EOC Assessments 

 

¶ LIFT 4 -8th grade students significantly outperformed comparison students on the Reading EOG 

in all three outcomes:  

o LIFT students had significantly higher growth from 2012 -13 to 2013-14;  

o LIFT students had significantly higher scaled scores in 2013-14; and 

o LIFT students were significantly more likely to score proficient or above in 2013 -14.  

 

 

                                                        

1 Each of the predictive models developed for the Year Two analyses included controls for the following differences between LIFT and 
Comparison Students: studentsô prior academic achievement on NC EOG assessments; 2013-14 attendance rate; whether or not a student 
received at least one OSS; race; gender; special education status; and grade level. (See Appendix E for a full description of the predictive 
modeling)  
2 Effect Sizes refer to the standardized differences between LIFT students and the comparison studentsô performance on the EOG/EOC 
assessments. The effect size for Reading Growth, .126, suggests that the average Reading growth for LIFT students was .126 Standard 
Deviation Units greater than the average Reading growth for the comparison students.  Effect sizes of .20 or greater are traditionally considered 
substantial effects for any educational intervent ion. Odds Ratios refer to the likelihood that the LIFT students will earn proficient scores on an 
EOG/EOC assessment when compared to the comparison students. An odds ratio greater than 1 suggests that LIFT students will be more likely 
to achieve proficiency, while odds ratios below 1 suggest that LIFT students will be less likely to achieve proficiency than the comparison 
students.  
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¶ On the Reading EOG the overall magnitude of the differences between the LIFT and comparison 

students was relatively modest. 

o LIFT studentsô average reading scaled score growth was .126 standard deviation units 

greater than the comparison students;  

o LIFT studentsô average reading scaled scores were .076 standard deviation units greater 

than the comparison students; 

o LIFT students were 1.2 times more likely to score proficient or above on the Reading 

EOG than students at the comparison schools. 

¶ LIFT students had significantly lower Biology scaled scores and were significantly less likely to 

be proficient or above on the Biology EOC than the comparison students in 2013-14.  

o West Charlotte studentsô average biology scaled scores were .238 standard deviation 

units lower than the comparison students.  

o West Charlotte students were less than half as likely to score proficient or above on the 

Biology EOC than students at the comparison schools. 

 

¶ Across each of the other EOC and EOG assessments (Math, Math 1, English II, and Science), 

there were no significant differences in the performance of the LIFT students and students at 

the comparison schools in 2013-14. 

Proficiency levels at the LIFT schools generally remained below those of the comparison schools and in 

CMS as a whole, particularly in Math and Reading. As was the case with all CMS schools, much of the 

proficiency gains across the EOG/EOC assessments can be attributed to the change in the proficiency 

levels introduced in 2013-14. 

 

However, proficiency levels varied significantly across the LIFT schools, both in terms overall 

proficiency on the EOG assessments, and increases in student proficiency in Year Two. Table iv 

provides a summary of the percentage of students scoring proficient or above on each of the EOG and 

EOC assessments at each LIFT school in 2012-13. In Table ES-3, the number in ñ( )ò is the percentage of 

students who scored at óLevel 3ô in 2013-14; these are students who count as óproficientô in 2013-14 but 

whose scores would not have been proficient on the 2012-13 EOG/EOC assessments. 
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Table ES-3. Percentage of Students Proficient on EOG and EOC Assessments at LIFT Schools: 2012-13 and 2013-14 

 

Ongoing Signs of Climate Improvements in LIFT Schools  

Attendance, out of school suspensions, and Early Warning Indicators (EWIs) of school dropout have all 

been identified as key drivers of longer term academic success.3 Analyses of these climate indicators in 

Year Two revealed the following:  

 

¶ Across the LIFT Schools, student attendance was very high in Year Two. 

¶ At most LIFT elementary/middle schools, suspensions continued to decline or remained 

roughly constant in Year Two. 

¶ WCHS saw mixed results across a number of indicators:  

o Substantial reductions in  school-wide out of school suspensions;  

o Increasing risk levels for the 2013-14 9th grade cohort, specifically: 

Á More students with attendance below 80%; 

Á Fewer students with multiple out of school suspension s;  

Á More  students failed a course;  

Á More  students earned 3 or fewer credits; and 

Á More students did not complete their 9 th grade year on-track to graduation . 

                                                        

3 Mac Iver, 2013; Neild and Balfanz 2006 
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o LIFT  9th graders still finished their freshman year at substantially lower risk than the 

2011-12 cohort of W CHS 9th graders.4  

 

Tables ES-4 and ES-5 present a summary of LIFT school performance along these key climate measures 

in Years One and Two.  

 

Table ES-4. LIFT School Climate Measures at LIFT Elementary/Middle Schools in Year One and Two 

 

 

Table ES-5. WCHS EWI Measures in Year One and Two 

 

 

                                                        

4 The 2011-12 cohort of 9th graders at WCHS are those students who enrolled the year before Project LIFT began in the 2012-13 school year. 
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Summary and Next Steps 

Findings presented in the Year Two evaluation continue to generally align with contemporary theories 

of the key elements and early outcomes associated with complex turnaround efforts in high poverty 

schools. These initiatives take time to get fully implemented, and making substantial academic gains 

across multiple subject areas requires multiple years of ongoing, consistent implementation of the key 

elements of the turnaround model. 5 

At this still early stage in the initiative, Year Two findings point to promising signs of climate 

improvement in all LIFT schools, and room for considerable improvement in student achievement 

measures.  

However, the LIFT 4-8th graders performance on the Reading EOG assessment is notable. While the 

degree to which LIFT students outperform ed those in comparison schools was rather modest after Year 

Two, these findings are encouraging because reading and literacy gains are historically the most 

difficult to achiev e in school and district turnaround efforts. 6  

In addition, the fact that LIFT students performed at similar levels to comparison students on English 

II, Math, Math I and Science EOG/EOC assessments is also encouraging. Given the amount of change 

taking pl ace in the LIFT schools in the first two years of the initiative, it is remarkable that the LIFT 

students are generally performing on-par with students at similar schools in CMS. 

However, across each of the EOG and EOC assessments, LIFT studentsô performance remained well 

below district levels, and remained well below 50% on both the Reading and Math EOGs. In addition, 

the progress of incoming cohorts of 9th grade students at WCHS remains an ongoing challenge. While 

the first two cohorts of the Project LIFT  initiative, the 2012 -13 and 2013-14 cohorts, completed their 

first year at WCHS at lower risk than the 2011-12 cohort many of these students have already fallen off 

track towards graduation.  If W CHS is going to approach the long term graduation goals for the 

initiative , incoming cohorts of 9 th grade students will need increasing amounts of support to ensure they 

get off on the right foot, and credit recovery opportunities will need to be available for many of these 

students. 

                                                        

5 OECD 2014; Byrk et. al 2010; Tucci 2009 
6 Springer et. al 2014; Berends et. al 2003  
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I. Introduction 

Research for Action (RFA) has completed its second year of a five-year external evaluation of the 

Project Leadership and Investment for Transformation (LIFT) Initiative in the Charlotte -Mecklenburg 

School District (CMS).  

Project LIFT is a five-year district turnaround effort created through a public -private partnership 

between CMS and local philanthropic and business communities. An initial investment of $55 million 

in private support facilita ted the development of a semi-autonomous ñLIFT Learning Communityò 

within CMS, solely dedicated to the rapid turnaround of the eight elementary and middle schools that 

feed into West Charlotte High School (WCHS) in the West Charlotte Corridor (WCC). While Project 

LIFT shares some similarities with other public -private partnerships in public education (e.g., the 

Harlem Childrenôs Learning Community), it is distinguished by its institutional position within CMS 

and its focus on developing partnerships to implement the turnaround initiative. Project LIFTôs long-

term goals are to significantly improve student achievement by meeting the following targets: 1) 90% of 

students will achieve proficiency in math and English across the Learning Community; 2) 90% of 

students will meet annual growth goals in math and English; and, 3) 90% of WCHS students will 

graduate on time.  

This report presents findings from our analyses of LIFT implementation and student outcomes for the 

2013-14 school yearðYear Two of the LIFT initia tive.7 

Organization of the Year Two Report  

This report is organized into the following five sections that provide in -depth findings from our analyses 

of Year Two implementation and student outcomes.   

Section I I : Project LIFT in Context includes:  

¶ State, district and Learning Community -level factors impacting LIFT implementation.  

¶ Student and teacher populations at LIFT schools. 

Section I I I: Year Two Implementation F indings.  

                                                        

7 See Appendix A for a complete list of the data sources for the Year Two evaluation. 
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Section IV : Year Two Student Outcomes: Main Impact Analyses of LIFT Initiative.   

Section V: Year Two Student Outcomes: Academic and Behavioral.  

Section V I : Year Two Report Summary and Preview of Year Three Evaluation.  

II. Project LIFT in Context 

Assessing Project LIFT is not possible without first considering several cross-cutting contextu al factors 

that affect the initiativeôs implementation and effectiveness. Project LIFT operates more autonomously 

than other Learning Communitie s within CMS, but remains embedded within the larger structures of 

the state and district , as can be seen in Figure 1. In this section, we provide an overview of key factors 

that impacted LIFT implementation in Year Two across four levels: state , district , Learning Community , 

and school level factors.  

Figure 1. Contextual Layers Surrounding Project LIFT 

 

 

 

 






















































































































